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ABSTRACT 
In my thesis I examine works of William Faulkner 
which show the influence of the legends of King Arthur. In 
the introduction to the thesis, I discuss evidence that 
Faulkner was not only familiar with the characters of the 
Arthurian legends but was also aware of many of the 
different versions of these stories. 
The main sections of my thesis consist of character 
studies of various characters from Faulkner's Yoknapatawpha 
works in light of their similarities to their Arthurian 
counterparts. The King Arthur section includes the 
characters of John Sartoris of The Unvanquished and Thomas 
Sutpen of Absalom, Absaloml, both of whom resemble the 
legendary Arthur in terms of their character and the 
situations that make up their stories. These Arthur-like 
characters are set in the Civil War era to emphasize the 
similarity between the South of that time and the mythical 
Camelot. 
The Knights-Errant section focuses on Faulkner 
characters who parallel some of Arthur's most prominent 
knights, such as Lancelot, Gawain, Gareth and Galahad. 
Bayard Sartoris of The Unvanquished and Isaac Mccaslin of 
Go Down~ Moses are two of the best representatives of these 
knights in Faulkner's works. The portrayals of these 
knights allow Faulkner to illustrate a modification of the 
code under which their predecessors lived, which parallels 
the code of chivalry followed by Arthur and his knights. 
iii 
The Courtly Lovers section identifies romantic pairs 
from Faulkner's works that reflect the romantic pairs of 
the Arthurian legends--Lancelot and Guinevere, Tristram 
and Isolde, and Gareth and Lynette. Faulkner's pairs are 
Gavin Stevens and Eula Snopes of The Town, Quentin Compson 
and his sister Caddy of The Sound and the Fury and Byron 
Bunch and Lena Grove of Light in August. These romantic 
pairs illustrate the theme of idealism versus realism in 
Yoknapatawpha County. Gavin and Quentin are unable to 
reconcile their reliance on the ideals of the past with the 
reality of their lives. Byron alone is able to adapt his 
ideals to reality. 
The Merlin section discusses the characters of Sam 
Fathers of Go Down, Moses and Granny Millard of The 
Unvanquished, who closely resemble the sorcerer Merlin, 
adviser to King Arthur. The stories of these characters 
tie Faulkner's theme of destiny to his present-day 
characters' fatal reliance on the code of chivalry by 
illustrating the consequences of this reliance. 
The result of Faulkner's creation of characters that 
parallel the characters of the Arthurian legends is an 
elucidation of Faulkner's theme of the clash between the 
idealism of the past and the reality of the present as well 
as an explanation of the influence that the broken dreams 
of the idealized American South has on the lives of 
present-day Southerners. 
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I. Introduction 
In his fifteenth-century epic Le Marte D'Arthur, Sir 
Thomas Malory tells us that "some men say in many parts of 
England that King Arthur is not dead, but . . . that he 
shall come again" (926). In fact, King Arthur has come 
again, over and over, in the pages of the literature of the 
last five hundred years. Two of his best known 
reincarnations are in Tennyson's Idylls of the King and and 
T.H. White's The Once and Future King, and there are many 
more. But do Arthur or any of the other mythical 
characters that inhabit the legendary Camelot appear in the 
Yoknapatawpha novels of William Faulkner? I believe that 
Faulkner did attempt to reinvent the myths connected with 
the Arthurian legends in his books of Yoknapatawpha County 
by creating characters and situations reminiscent of the 
characters and situations that make up the stories of 
Camelot. 
That Faulkner was familiar with the Arthurian stories 
is evident from direct references to them in his works. In 
fact, Faulkner authored a story, "Mayday,'' in which the 
Arthurian characters of Tristram and Yseult appear. 
Cleanth Brooks calls "Mayday" "a tale of chivalry with a 
vaguely Arthurian setting" (Toward Yoknapatawpha 48). In 
addition, in The Sound and the Fury, Absalom, Absaloml and 
The Town Faulkner makes reference to Arthurian 
characters--Lancelot, Guinevere, Galahad, Tristram and 
Isolde--by name. Whether this familiarity came from 
r2 
Tennyson or from Malory or from some other source, such as 
Scott or Swinburne, is not clear, however, although many 
Faulkner critics feel that Tennyson was a definite 
influence on his writing. Cleanth Brooks expresses the 
opinion that Faulkner could have gotten his "insights into 
the nature of chivalric love ... from Tennyson's Idylls 
of the King" (On the Prejudices 103). William Van O'Connor 
states that "Faulkner's rhetoric has several sources: it 
is indebted to Tennyson" (53) among others, and Joseph 
Blotner notes that "there were numerous unmistakable 
borrowings from Tennyson" (70) in some of Faulkner's 
poetry. Walter Brylowski wonders "how much of Idylls of 
the King was unconsciously absorbed and how much 
consciously rejected by Faulkner in his own reading of the 
poet" (147). This last speculation was occasioned by the 
derogatory view of Tennyson implied in Faulkner's Light in 
August by the thoughts and actions of Gail Hightower, which 
seem to imply an unrealistic sense of escape into imaginary 
glory. In interviews at the University of Virginia, 
Faulkner is asked if this view of Tennyson is his own and 
replies, "No, sir, that was Hightower's opinion, and ... 
I have a different opinion of Tennyson myself, that when I 
was younger, I read Tennyson with a great deal of pleasure. 
I can't read him at all now" (Faulkner in the University 
93). Whether this last means that Faulkner had become 
disenchanted with Tennyson or with Idylls of the King is 
not clear. 
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There is evidence, however, that Faulkner was familiar 
with Arthurian legends beyond what is found in Idylls of 
theKing. Some of this evidence points in particular to 
Thomas Malory's version of the legend. In Faulkner's Go 
Down, Moses, Miss Sophonsiba Beauchamp insists on calling 
her home Warwick because of her belief that her brother 
Hubert is the rightful Earl of Warwick. Perhaps 
coincidentally, the fifteenth-century Earl of Warwick, 
Richard Beauchamp, was a contemporary of Sir Thomas Malory. 
According to Eugene Vinaver, Malory was "among the knights 
who followed the Earl of Warwick on a military expedition 
to Northumberland" (Malory: Works v). Larry Benson tells 
us that "Warwick, who died in 1435, was once thought to 
have been Malory's captain at the siege of Calais" (187). 
While this reference does not necessarily mean that 
Faulkner read Le Marte D'Arthur, it does indicate a 
possible familiarity with its author. But there is further 
evidence. In The Town, narrator V.K. Ratliff is 
speculating on the character of Gavin Stevens and in the 
process refers to several well-known literary pairs, 
including "the Helens and Juliets and Isoldes and 
Guineveres" as well as "the Launcelots and Tristrams and 
Romeos and Parises" (437). What is significant about this 
reference is the spelling of some of the names. Tennyson, 
as well as nearly every other chronicler of the Arthurian 
stories, spells Lancelot's name without the "u." Even 
Eugene Vinaver, in his commentaries on Malory's work, 
 ~ 
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speaks of Lancelot, not Launcelot, despite the fact that, 
in Le Morte D'Arthur, Malory usually spells the name with 
the "u." In the excerpt from The Town, Faulkner uses 
Malory's spelling. However, in Absalom, Absalom!, Faulkner 
refers to Charles Bon as a "tragic Lancelot nearing thirty" 
(320), and here spells the name without the "u." The 
spellings of Guinevere and Tristram do not exclude either 
Tennyson or Malory, but Isolde is Isolt in Tennyson and 
either Isoud or Isode in Malory. Faulkner could have 
gotten the spelling of Isolde from Richard Wagner's 1865 
opera Tristan and Isolde, which was based on Gottfried von 
Strassburg's 1210 poem of the same name, but this does not 
account for the fact that Faulkner retained the English 
form of Tristram. In any event, all of these facts taken 
together do seem to indicate that Faulkner not only knew of 
the characters in the Arthurian tales but also was aware of 
many of the different versions of the legends. 
This speculation still leaves the question of whether 
Faulkner in fact modeled any of his own characters after 
the characters of the Arthur tales. First, by Faulkner's 
own admission, what a writer himself reads is "the main 
source" for his own writing (Faulkner in the University 
117). Elaborating on this statement, Faulkner notes that a 
writer "robs and steals from everything he ever wrote or 
read or saw" (115). Also, both Faulkner's style and his 
choice of setting give credence to the idea that he did in 
fact model characters on Arthurian characters. In terms of 
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style, Faulkner's writing particularly lends itself to 
comparison with the type of mythic legends which make up 
the Arthurian stories. Dorothy Tuck compares Faulkner's 
writing to the "variant and sometimes contradictory" (87) 
legends of mythical heroes, citing the Snopes saga as an 
especially apt example of stories containing what Malcolm 
Cowley refers to as Faulkner's ''inconsistencies of detail" 
(xiv). In fact, Tuck offers the opinion that Faulkner's 
style "is almost in itself a theme, a motif, emphasizing by 
means of technique alone the contradictory and essentially 
irresolvable conflicts present in the subject matter" (13). 
And Cleanth Brooks points out, in regard to discrepancies 
found in Absalom, Absalom!, that "Faulkner has meant to add 
to the reader's uncertainty as to what is true and what is 
not" (Toward Yoknapatawpha 264). If indeed the 
contradictions found in some of Faulkner's works are 
intended to contribute to his overall plan, then the 
likelihood that Faulkner was influenced by his reading of 
legends and mythology is increased.i Also, Faulkner tends 
to create a sense of interdependency among his 
Yoknapatawpha novels. For example, the character of 
Quentin Compson can be understood much more clearly if both 
Absalom, Absaloml and The Sound and the Fury are 
considered. This sense of interdependency brings to mind 
the narrative approach that characterizes some of the 
versions of the Arthurian romances, notably Le Morte 
D'Arthur and the Vulgate Version, a thirteenth-century 
6 
collection of verse, in which the many stories that make up 
the legends are told in cycles which parallel and help 
explain each other. As Larry Benson notes, concerning Le 
Marte D'Arthur, "an important part of our understanding of 
any one tale is dependent upon recognizing its relation to 
the others" (223). 
Even more significantly, Faulkner and Malory share a 
style of storytelling in which events that have not yet 
been described are discussed as though they have already 
happened. For example, in book VII of Le Marte D'Arthur, 
Lancelot is reproving Sir Kay for mocking another knight 
and reminds him of what seems to be a previous mistake in 
judgment: "Beware, said Sir Launcelot, so ye gave the good 
knight Brewnor, Sir Dinadan's brother, a name, and ye 
called him La Cote Male Taile, and that turned you to anger 
afterward" (211). Actually, the story of Brewnor and Kay's 
insulting name for him is not told until Book IX. Faulkner 
uses a similar technique in some uf his Yoknapatawpha 
novels. As Richard P. Adams points out, "Faulkner often 
departs from a straight chronological presentation in his 
fiction" (7). For example, in Absalom, Absaloml, Wash 
Jones arrives at Rosa Coldfield's home at the end of 
Chapter III to tell her of events that have taken place at 
Sutpen's Hundred. These events are not described until 
Chapter V. Thus in many instances, Faulkner's style seems 
to echo the style of Arthur's storytellers. 
Faulkner's choice of setting also encourages 
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comparison with the King Arthur stories. There are few 
other eras of time and place more closely associated in 
popular imagination with the age of chivalry than the pre-
Civil War American South. In many popular fictional works 
set in this period, the Southern gentleman is portrayed as 
an embodiment of the code of chivalry. For example, in 
Margaret Mitchell's Gone With the Wind and Thomas Dixon, 
Jr. 's The Clansman, the portrayal of Southern chivalry is 
idealistic in the extreme. Lynn Gartrell Levins finds in 
her study of Faulkner's setting that "the mind of the 
southerner in the 1830's, that period when Faulkner's 
Yoknapatawpha country was emerging, was particularly open 
to the allure of the proud and gallant gestures found in 
the pages of Scott's romances" (117). These same proud and 
gallant gestures are to be found in the tales of Camelot. 
The history of Yoknapatawpha County, as depicted in 
Faulkner's works, stretches from that pre-Civil War time to 
the present, just as the story of Camelot moves from the 
days when the Round Table was at the height of its glory to 
its tragic failure and the war between Arthur and Lancelot. 
Malcolm Cowley describes Faulkner's creation of 
Yoknapatawpha as "a double labor: first, to invent a 
Mississippi country that was like a mythical kingdom, but 
was complete and living in all its details; second, to make 
his story ... stand as a parable or legend of all the 
 
 
Deep South" (viii). It seems clear that Faulkner 
subscribed to the view that the Old South was similar in 
8 
many ways to the legendary Camelot. Cleanth Brooks points 
out that "to refuse to see that Faulkner . . saw the 
Civil War as a kind of heroic age is to distort the meaning 
of many of his stories and novels" (Toward Yoknapatawpha 
176). Elizabeth Ann Downey tempers this view, noting that 
Faulkner's fiction "also criticizes the idea that the Civil 
War was all romance and gallantry. Though there was 
heroism, it was tempered and sometimes distorted by the 
tragic waste and destruction of life and property which 
convulsed the South" (175). The fact that Faulkner may not 
be completely romanticizing Southern history is only 
further evidence that the comparison to Camelot is an apt 
one, since that story ended in "tragic waste and 
destruction," too. And to follow this comparison to its 
logical end is to acknowledge that the situations in 
Faulkner's present-day stories are very like the situations 
of post-Round Table Camelot. As Cowley points out, 
"Faulkner's novels of contemporary Southern life . 
continue the legend into a period that he regards as one of 
moral confusion and social decay" (xxi). A similar 
observation could just as easily be made concerning what 
Larry Benson calls the "tragic fall" (240)--that is, the 
downfall of Arthur and his Round Table and its consequences 
for the residents of Camelot. 
Another question to be addressed concerns Faulkner's 
possible motives in creating characters reminiscent of the 
Arthurian characters. What does Faulkner accomplish by 
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including these characters in his novels? To answer this 
question, one must again focus attention on Faulkner's 
setting, especially the complex and ongoing history he 
provides for his characters. As Irving Howe puts it, 
viewing the whole of Faulkner's story of Yoknapatawpha 
County, "we are confronted, then . with a complicated 
story known in its essentials to the narrator but still 
unordered in his mind--a story of confused family records 
that can be unraveled only with difficulty" (31). Olga 
Vickery also speaks of "the sense of the density and 
complexity of life, the tremendous range and variety of 
characters" (29) in Faulkner's works. One way for Faulkner 
to give some measure of control to this complexity is to 
create a pattern by relating his characters to the 
legendary characters that are so closely attuned to his 
choice of setting--namely, the characters of the legends 
of Camelot. As T.S. Eliot points out in his essay 
"Ulysses, Order and Myth," James Joyce's mythic method is a 
way of "giving a shape and a significance to the immense 
panorama of futility and anarchy which is contemporary 
history" (177). Carvel Collins identifies Faulkner's work 
in such novels as The Sound and the Fury as using "methods 
Faulkner learned from Joyce's novel Ulysses, one of those 
methods being to make the surface of a story . 
realistic ... but to place beneath its surface, yet 
significantly related to the surface, elements of a myth" 
(31). Faulkner may be peopling his fictional Yoknapatawpha 
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County with characters from some of the most heroic of all 
myths--those of Camelot and King Arthur and his Knights of 
the Round Table--in order to gain control over and better 
understand not only the history of Yoknapatawpha but also 
the history of the South. Faulkner is creating a 
mythological kingdom that transforms Southern history into 
a reenactment of the legendary Camelot. He is comparing 
the dreams and the doom of the American South to the ideals 
and failures of Camelot and doing so on the grounds that 
tradition is "a false and broken pattern of ruins" 
(Sundquist 6). In Faulkner's fiction, the patterns 
established by past ideals do not always work in 
contemporary society. These patterns must be dealt with 
successfully in order to survive in Yoknapatawpha. J. 
Philip Eggers states that "the fall of Camelot results from 
the clash of two opposite dreams of the Golden Age" (17). 
Eggers is referring to the tension of trying to live by the 
rules of chivalry while longing to give in to human 
desires. For Faulkner, the tragedy of the Old South was 
determined by a clash between two opposing philosophies--
ideal ism and realism--and the continuing tragedy of the 
present-day South in Faulkner's work is very much 
influenced by the inability of his characters to reconcile 
these philosophies with one another in their lives. As 
Lynn Gartrell Levins points out, the problem for Faulkner's 
characters is "the impasse between a world in which action 
is prompted by ideal motives and a world in which action is 
11 
prompted by personal consideration" (147). And Faulkner's 
characters, chosen to parallel characters who faced very 
similar choices, stand as symbols of the drama of Southern 
history and its impact on the present-day South. 
-----' 
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II. Character Studies 
A. King Arthur 
The legendary King Arthur, who may or may not have 
actually existed, is the subject of countless stories and 
poems written over the past several centuries. In Le Marte 
D'Arthur, Lancelot characterizes Arthur as "the most noble 
king" (885), and it is that nobility which is most often 
emphasized by the chroniclers of Arthur's story. Arthur's 
character, however, is not always depicted as one of 
perfection. His actions, as described in the various 
versions of his story, range from neglect of his wife to 
the sin of incest, and it is these misdeeds which 
contribute to the failure of the Round Table. Despite his 
feet of clay, however, Arthur remains one of the most 
compelling characters in literature, and his story 
continues to be a great source of inspiration for 
contemporary writers. Nathan Comfort Starr notes that "the 
twentieth century has refused to let Arthur die" (xiv). 
And Beverly Taylor and Elisabeth Brewer cite such authors 
as T.S. Eliot (The Waste Land), James Joyce (Finnegans 
Wake), and John Steinbeck (Tortilla Flat), who have drawn 
on the Arthurian legends to give new meaning to the 
situations and themes of their works (338, 342, 355). In 
keeping with this tradition, Faulkner includes two 
his stories of Yoknapatawpha County--Colonel John Sartoris 
'11 
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Colonel John Sartoris appears in The Unvanquished as 
well as some of Faulkner's short stories and is referred to 
in still more of Faulkner's Yoknapatawpha works. 2 The 
character of John Sartoris seems to have been based on the 
life and exploits of Faulkner's own great-grandfather, 
Colonel William C. Falkner. Irving Howe describes Colonel 
Falkner as "a man of fiery and imperious character" who 
"killed two men, but was acquitted both times by local 
juries on a plea of self-defense" (10). In The 
Unvanquished, Colonel Sartoris kills two carpetbaggers but 
in relating the story points out that he "let them fire 
first" (238). And there are several other details of 
Colonel Falkner's life that are repeated in the life of 
John Sartoris. 3 So there can be little doubt that 
Faulkner was using his ancestor as a model for his 
fictional character. But as closely as John Sartoris's 
life parallels Colonel Falkner's, there are other parallels 
to be found which link him to another "fiery and imperious" 
character--the legendary King Arthur. 
In The Unvanquished, Colonel Sartoris presents a 
majestic and noble picture, just as the majesty and 
nobility of Arthur are emphasized in the various versions 
of his story. For this reason, both characters are 
regarded with awe by those around them. For example, the 
following passage describes King Arthur, watched by 
Guinevere, in Idylls of the King: 
And lo, he sat on horseback at the door! 
__ , 
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And while he spake to these his helm was lower'd, 
To which for crest the golden dragon clung 
Of Britain; so she did not see the face, 
Which then was as an angel's, but she saw, 
Wet with the mists and smitten by the lights, 
The Dragon of the great Pendragonship 
Blaze, making all the night a steam of fire. 
And even then he turn'd; and more and more 
The moony vapour rolling round the King, 
Who seem'd the phantom of a Giant in it, 
Enwound him fold by fold, and made him gray 
And grayer, till himself became as mist 
Before her (284). 
Compare this description to a passage from The 
Unvanquished, in which Bayard Sartoris describes the scene 
as his father, John Sartoris, rides up to the family home: 
We watched them--the big gaunt horse almost the 
color of smoke, lighter in color than the dust 
which had gathered and caked on his wet hide . . 
. and Father damp from the ford, his boots dark 
and dustcaked too . the sabre hanging loose 
yet rigid at his side • He was not big, yet 
somehow . . . when you thought of Father you 
thought of him as being big (9-10). 
In addition to the images of wetness and grayness and the 
mysteries of the mist and the dust surrounding the two, the 
sense of being majestic and larger than life is present in 
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the descriptions of both of these characters. 
In accordance with this sense of majesty, both 
characters act in a paternalistic way toward those less 
fortunate. In Arthur's case, this means granting the pleas 
of those suppliants who come before him. Examples from Le 
Marte D'Arthur include Maledisant, who asks that a knight 
come forth to wield the black shield she carries, and 
Linet, who asks for help in rescuing her sister. In fact, 
part of the oath Arthur requires of his knights is "always 
to do ladies, damosels, and gentlewomen succour" (101). In 
Faulkner's Yoknapatawpha stories, John Sartoris takes this 
ideal very much to heart as well. His wife Drusilla 
explains John's actions as a leader in Yoknapatawpha 
County: "'He is thinking of this whole country which he is 
trying to raise by its bootstraps, so that all the people . 
. • black and white, the women and children back in hills'" 
will benefit (256). And Walter Taylor gives the opinion 
that "Colonel John was not driving himself to finish his 
railroad out of a mere desire for self-aggrandizement, but 
out of a paternalistic concern for the people of 
Yoknapatawpha County" (122). 
Ironically, in both cases--Arthur's and John 
Sartoris's--this public paternalism causes problems at 
home. D.S. Brewer goes so far as to link Arthur's 
idealistic concern for the people to the tragedy that 
befalls Camelot: "The tragedy has multiple causes ... 
Arthur himself may be thought to be at fault in that he is 
16 
concerned so entirely with community that ... he fails to 
cherish his wife as an individual" (28). The implication 
is that Guinevere might never have committed adultery with 
Lancelot had Arthur been more attentive. 4 Likewise, John 
Sartoris becomes so involved in his business problems that 
it does not even matter to him when his son Bayard 
confesses that he has kissed his step-mother, Drusilla, 
thus forming a brief triangle somewhat reminiscent of the 
Arthur-Guinevere-Lancelot triangle that is so devastating 
to the future of Camelot. 
Another prominent parallel between Arthur and John 
Sartoris involves the Sartoris code of conduct, which 
echoes the code of chivalry of Arthur and the knights of 
Camelot. 5 In fact, Faulkner ties his story of The 
Unvanquished to the era of the chivalric knights with a 
description of two locomotives: "It was like a meeting 
between two iron knights of the old time, not for material 
gain but for principle--honor denied with honor, courage 
denied with courage" (111). In addition to his often-
proven courage, demonstrated by his exploits during the 
war, honor is a motivating force behind the actions of John 
Sartoris, who is acknowledged as both an aristocrat of 
Yoknapatawpha County and an arbiter of honorable conduct. 
Honor, of course, is the cornerstone of the code which 
unifies the brotherhood of the Round Table. In Idylls of 
the King, when Gareth is pleading for a chance to join 
Arthur's knights, he acknowledges a knight's purpose: 
17 
"Live pure, speak true, right wrong, follow the King--Else, 
wherefore born?" (39). Just as the knights of the Round 
Table model their lives on Arthur, their honorable king, 
the people of Yoknapatawpha County look up to John Sartoris 
as their ideal of what an aristocrat should be. Uncle Buck 
Mccaslin expresses his admiration for Colonel Sartoris in a 
conversation with Bayard: 
"I won't say God take care of you and your 
grandma on the road, boy, because by Godfrey you 
don't need God's nor nobody else's help; all you 
got to say is 'I'm John Sartoris' boy; rabbits, 
hunt the canebrake' and then watch the blue-
bellied sons of bitches fly" (59). 
And George Wyatt, a member of Colonel Sartoris' old troop, 
voices the opinion that sums up the feelings of most of the 
other characters toward John Sartoris: "'Right or wrong . 
. . us boys and most of the other folks in the county know 
John's right'" (260). 
However, the code followed by Colonel Sartoris in The 
Unvanquished is one not only of honor and valor, but also 
of violence, when such is called for. Aside from his 
participation in the Civil War, he fights against the 
carpetbaggers and their attempt to overrun the town of 
Jefferson following the war. In this effort, violence is 
often required, as in the instance of the "election" held 
for Marshal of Jefferson, in which John Sartoris kills the 
two carpetbaggers attempting to hold the election. Michael 
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Millgate is among those who identify the Sartoris code as 
one of violence and vengeance. In his view, Colonel 
Sartoris is "the man who has done too much killing" (168). 
Millgate is critical of this aspect of the code but still 
speaks of "the code's fundamental standards of bravery and 
personal responsibility" (168). But the use of violence in 
no way negates the parallel between the Sartoris code and 
the code followed by Arthur and his knights; in fact, it 
enhances it. Arthur often condones and participates in 
fights to the death between knights. For example, in Book 
II of Le Marte D'Arthur, Sir Lanceor is angry with Sir 
Balin and "asked King Arthur if he would give him leave to 
ride after Balin and revenge the despite that he had done. 
Do your best, said Arthur, I am right wroth with Balin" 
(55). Lanceor then finds Balin and they fight, but it is 
Lanceor who is killed. Arthur himself takes part in 
numerous battles and jousts as well, proving that, in 
addition to courage, violence is an acceptable and even 
desirable part of the chivalric ideal. The fact that 
knights are often killed in these battles is also echoed in 
the life of John Sartoris. As Lynn Gartrell Levins points 
out, "for the Sartorises the result of following a code of 
violence is that it frequently ended in their own death" 
(126), which of course is what happens to both Colonel 
Sartoris and King Arthur. 
Arthur and John Sartoris both die in a confrontation 
with an old nemesis. In Arthur's case, it is his 
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illegitimate son Mordred, who has tried to usurp his 
father's throne. Arthur and Mordred engage in a swordfight 
in which each deals the death blow to the other. John 
Sartoris, on the other hand, is killed by his former 
business associate, Ben Redmond, whom he meets in an 
attempt to end their feud. When Bayard Sartoris hears of 
his father's death, he thinks, "Who lives by the sword 
shall die by it" (246), words which are biblical in origin 
but which again conjure up the image of knights in battle. 
Even in death, the character of John Sartoris remains a 
larger-than-life figure in the history of Yoknapatawpha 
County, just as Arthur's memory does not dim among the 
residents of Camelot and indeed among all those who have 
heard his story. 
While the parallels between King Arthur and John 
Sartoris have mainly to do with character, many of the 
parallels between King Arthur and Thomas Sutpen have to do 
with situation, although there are certain obvious 
parallels between Sutpen and Sartoris themselves. Both men 
are leaders, as shown by their positions as Colonels in the 
Confederate Army; in fact, Sutpen is the man who replaces 
John Sartoris as Colonel of his regiment. It has already 
been shown how John Sartoris commands the awe of those 
around him; so, too, does Thomas Sutpen. Even one of his 
biggest detractors in Absalom, Absaloml, his sister-in-law 
Rosa Coldfield, "admitted he was brave'' (51), even though 
she hated him. 
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Sutpen's bravery is exhibited when he first arrives in 
Yoknapatawpha County and proceeds to carve a plantation out 
of an essentially wilderness area. In regard to this 
arrival, he is described as the man "who came out of 
nowhere and without warning upon the land" (9). In this 
mysterious appearance he exhibits the first similarity to 
King Arthur, who, as D.S. Brewer puts it, "comes to the 
throne unknown" (10). Beverly Taylor and Elisabeth Brewer 
also note that Arthur is "the unknown child, reared in 
obscurity" (6), which forms a component of the heroic 
archetype. Of course, it is at the behest of the sorcerer 
Merlin that Arthur is "reared in obscurity,'' while Sutpen 
is simply the son of a poor Virginia family who decides to 
strike out on his own and make his fortune. Eventually he 
arrives in Yoknapatawpha County where, as Rosa Coldfield 
observes, "he came with a horse and two pistols and a name 
which nobody ever heard before" (14). 
Arthur and Sutpen both have a plan in mind as they 
make their appearances. Arthur's is to rule over Britain 
and establish a fellowship of knights which eventually 
becomes reality as the Round Table. Sutpen's plan runs 
along similar lines: he wants to establish a dynasty. As 
Faulkner explains, "He wanted to show that he could 
establish a dynasty too--he could make himself a king and 
raise a line of princes" (Faulkner in the University 98). 
A necessary part of the accomplishment of each man's plan 
is the acquiring of a wife. In this endeavor, Arthur is 
influenced by his barons: "So it fell on a time King 
Arthur said unto Merlin, My barons will let me have no 
rest, but needs I must take a wife" {Morte D'Arthur 79). 
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As soon as his eye falls on Guinevere, he knows she is the 
one, in spite of some prophetic warnings of disaster from 
Merlin, whom Arthur ignores. Sutpen also begins to look 
about him for a suitable candidate for the position of Mrs. 
Sutpen. It is Rosa Coldfield's opinion that "he needed 
respectability, the shield of a virtuous woman, to make his 
position impregnable" (15). Sutpen himself, in explaining 
his actions to Quentin's grandfather, acknowledges that "'I 
had a design. To accomplish it I should require ... of 
course, a wife'" (263). Sutpen chooses Ellen Coldfield, 
the daughter of strict moralist Goodhue Coldfield, as the 
wife who can help him complete his design. If Merlin had 
been present to advise Mr. Sutpen, he likely would have 
warned him of the disaster which would result from his 
marriage, too, just as he does King Arthur. Had such a 
conversation occurred, however, it is very likely that 
Sutpen would have acted exactly as Arthur did by completely 
ignoring anything that wasn't what he wanted to hear. 
Both marriages do result in disaster, but not quite in 
the same way. Arthur's marriage, and in fact his kingdom, 
is threatened by Guinevere's adultery with Lancelot. 
Sutpen's problems stem from the children of his marriage, 
rather than from his wife, who is virtuous and long-
suffer ing and eventually dies at a fairly early age. It is 
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through Sutpen's children, Henry and Judith, and their 
relationship with a friend of Henry's from the University 
named Charles Bon, that Sutpen's disaster comes about. 
The appearance of Charles Bon on the scene provides 
another parallel to the story of King Arthur. As it turns 
out, Charles Bon is Sutpen's son from his first marriage. 
Just as Arthur's son Mordred, the product of an incestuous 
relationship between Arthur and his half-sister Morgawse 
(according to Le Marte D'Arthur), brings about the fall of 
Arthur's kingdom and in fact Arthur's own death, so too 
does Thomas Sutpen's unacknowledged son bring about the 
fall of the house of Sutpen. Faulkner describes the basic 
story of Thomas Sutpen as "the idea of a man who wanted 
sons and got sons who destroyed him" (Faulkner in the 
University 73). Sutpen is not literally killed by his 
sons, but his plans for a dynasty die when Henry kills 
Charles to keep him from marrying their sister Judith, 
ironically not because they are brother and sister, but 
because Charles is part black. Charles' ancestry is also 
the reason that he is unacknowledged by Sutpen. As Eric 
Sundquist points out, "the 'flaw' in Thomas Sutpen's grand 
'design' is, of course, his first son's supposed black 
blood" (100). 
So the grand plans of both Arthur and Sutpen go awry, 
basically as the result of an old sin which has come back 
to haunt each of them. Arthur's sin, of course, is 
committing incest, even though Malory makes it clear that 
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"King Arthur knew not that King Lot's wife was his sister" 
(35). Merlin has no hesitation in pointing out Arthur's 
sin to him, though: "But ye have done a thing late that 
God is displeased with you, for you have lain by your 
sister, and on her ye have gotten a child that shall 
destroy you and all the knights of your realm" (37). 
Sutpen's sin lies in his callous disregard for his first 
wife and son, whom he abandons when he learns of his wife's 
black ancestry. In Dorothy Tuck's view, "his tragic flaw 
was perhaps the inhuman singlemindedness that prevented him 
from seeing life in terms of anything other than the 
fulfillment of his design" (63). In a truly ironic twist, 
Sutpen repeats this sin when he fathers a child on the poor 
white granddaughter of hanger-on Wash Jones and treats her 
with that same callous disregard. This time the sin leads 
to his own death when Jones murders him in retaliation for 
the treatment of his granddaughter. 
Even though many of the parallels between Arthur and 
Sutpen have to do with situations, there are elements of 
character that are shared by the two. In addition to the 
courage and the quality of leadership already discussed, 
there is the intense determination that characterizes both 
these men. D.S. Brewer feels that Arthur's "constant 
concern" was "to hold together his great creation, his good 
society" (24). For example, Arthur is angry when his 
knights commit themselves to the Quest of the Grail 
because, even though it is a holy quest, it means the 
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break-up of the Round Table fellowship. Likewise, Thomas 
Sutpen shows an intense singlemindedness in his drive to 
achieve his dream of a Mississippi dynasty. As narrator 
Quentin Compson tells us concerning Sutpen, "all of a 
sudden he discovered, not what he wanted to do but what he 
just had to do, had to do it whether he wanted to or not, 
because if he did not do it he knew that he could never 
live with himself for the rest of his life" (220). Also, 
just as Arthur lives by the code of chivalry and insists 
that his knights do so as well, Sutpen has a code of his 
own that guides his actions. Sutpen explains that "there 
was injustice in what he did but that he had obviated that 
as much as lay in his power by being aboveboard in the 
matter; that he could have simply deserted her •.. but he 
did not" (262). As Dorothy Tuck sees it, "according to his 
own lights, Sutpen acted justly and justifiably" (63) in 
repudiating his first wife and son. He was adhering to 
"the Southern social code that abhorred miscegenation and 
decreed the necessity of sons to perpetuate the line" (Tuck 
62). 
Sutpen's death is a violent one, just as Arthur's is. 
Arthur is killed by a blow from his son Mordred's sword: 
"And right so he smote his father Arthur, with his sword 
holden in both his hands, on the side of the head, that the 
sword pierced the helmet and the brain-pan" (Marte D'Arthur 
921). Sutpen is killed in a fight, of sorts, with Wash 
Jones, who is angry after overhearing Sutpen tell his 
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granddaughter, who has just given birth to Sutpen's 
daughter, "'Well, Milly; too bad you're not a mare too. 
Then I could give you a decent stall in the stable'" (286). 
Sutpen's weapon is a whip, but Jones picks up a scythe 
which has apparently lain unnoticed in the weeds next to 
Jones' cabin, and cuts Sutpen down with it. 
One final circumstance of the story of Arthur is 
echoed in the story of Thomas Sutpen. Arthur is 
inextricably linked to the story of Camelot, and the 
stories of other characters such as Lancelot, Tristram and 
Gareth all come under the heading of "Arthurian legends," 
emphasizing the central importance of Arthur in all their 
stories. In the opinion of Quentin Compson, at least, the 
story of Sutpen is inextricably linked to the story of the 
South. He is apparently telling the story of Sutpen to his 
Harvard roommate Shreve Mccannon in answer to Shreve's 
request to tell him about the South. In a sense then, 
Sutpen's rise and fall are "representative of the Old 
South" (Tuck 62) just as Arthur's rise and fall are 
representative of the brief glory that was Camelot. 
It is surely no coincidence that Faulkner's two 
portrayals of Arthur are set during the Civil War era, in a 
time when the likenesses between the mythic American South 
and Camelot are most evident. With his portrayals of these 
Arthurs, Faulkner is setting the stage for the "fall" of 
the idealized South and its transformation into what 
Malcolm Cowley calls a time of "moral confusion and social 
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decay" (xxi). Among the many and complex reasons for this 
transformation--including the historical problems of 
slavery and racial prejudice--lies the fatal reliance of 
the inhabitants of Yoknapatawpha County on the ideals held 
dear by the ante-bellum Southerners, especially the courtly 
manners and the code of chivalry, which echo the ideals of 
the knights and ladies of Camelot. By modeling these two 
prominent characters--Sartoris and Sutpen--on the character 
of King Arthur, Faulkner is acknowledging that the Old 
South was in fact very much like the legendary Camelot but 
that, also like Camelot, it is not only gone forever but 
was doomed to fail. 
One of the most prominent ideas in the Arthurian 
stories is that Arthur's kingdom was doomed to fail because 
there was simply no escaping the consequences of past 
actions. Beverly Taylor and Elisabeth Brewer state flatly 
that "the doom that befalls the protagonists is not the 
result of mere ill-fortune, but the direct or indirect 
consequence of folly or obstinacy or sinful deeds" (5).• 
Examples of these failings would number among them the 
folly of Lancelot and Guinevere's affair, the obstinacy of 
Gawain in forcing Arthur into war with Lancelot, and, of 
course, the sinful deed of Arthur in begetting Mordred. 
Faulkner, in comparing the fate of the South to the fate of 
Camelot, seems to be suggesting that the doom that befalls 
his Yoknapatawpha characters--and, in a larger sense, the 
South itself--results from these same failings. Examples 
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from the stories of Sartoris and Sutpen include the folly 
of depending on a code that advocates violence, the 
obstinacy of refusing to recognize a son even when to do so 
might avert a disaster, and the sinful deed of repudiating 
one's own family because of racial prejudice. The clash 
between the ideals inherent in the code of chivalry and the 
reality of life in Yoknapatawpha shown in these examples 
forms the basic pattern of Faulkner's parallels between 
Camelot and Yoknapatawpha. Ever present in these parallels 
are the problems that the reliance of his characters on the 
values and traditions of the past causes in their lives. 
This idea is further illustrated in Faulkner's portrayals 
of other Arthurian characters--in particular, the Knights 
of the Round Table. 
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B. Knights-Errant 
Out of the 150 or so knights that sat around Arthur's 
Round Table, few are characterized in any detail. As 
Albert C. Baugh notes, these knights "are types rather than 
individuals. The hero conforms to a pattern, that of the 
ideal knight, and within the pattern there is little room 
for individual variation" (349). And Terence McCarthy 
points out, in regard to Le Morte D'Arthur, that "all the 
individual qualities that make a person what he is and 
different from others are overlooked by Malory, who defines 
his characters exclusively through their knightly 
achievements" (123). Among the knights thus characterized: 
Lancelot, who according to Malory "passed all other 
knights" (175) in valor and knightly ability; Gawain, a 
nephew of Arthur, who is described by Ronan Coghlan as "one 
of Arthur's most prominent knights" (110); Gareth, Gawain's 
brother, who of all the knights shows the greatest devotion 
to the code of chivalry and is consequently called "the 
noble knight" (Marte D'Arthur 880); and Galahad, the son of 
Lancelot, who achieves the Holy Grail and is therefore 
thought to be "much better than ever was Sir Launcelot du 
Lake, that is his own father" CMorte D'Arthur 615). These 
knights are represented in Faulkner's work by several 
different characters, from several different novels, 7 but 
the most prominent of these representations are Bayard 
Sartoris and Isaac Mccaslin. 
One of Faulkner's best examples of the knight-errant 
is Bayard Sartoris, who appears as a young man in The 
Unvanquished and as an old man in Flags in the Dust. 
Bayard may be named after a real-life knight-errant, the 
sixteenth-century Chevalier Bayard. That Faulkner was 
probably aware of this Bayard's existence is shown in a 
passage from Absalom. Absalom! in which Shreve is 
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expressing amazement that Rosa Coldfield is not related to 
Quentin: "'You mean ... that there was actually one 
Southern Bayard or Guinevere who was no kin to you?'" 
(174). By pairing Bayard, who does not appear in the 
Arthur legends, with Guinevere, Faulkner identifies him 
with that knightly era and also allows Shreve to express 
the opinion that the South was a place in which such 
chivalric characters would likely be found. In addition, 
this reference hints at an interesting blurring of fact and 
fiction in Faulkner's view of the age of chivalry. This 
blurring may parallel a similar blurring in Faulkner's mind 
between the story of fictional Yoknapatawpha County and the 
actual history of the South, strengthening the idea that 
Faulkner may be using the story of Yoknapatawpha to help 
explain the failure of the Old South's way of life. 
Bayard Sartoris grows to manhood under the influence 
of his father, Colonel John Sartoris, and a very particular 
set of attitudes toward action and heroism. Inevitably, 
Bayard is called upon to prove that heroism at an early 
age. When he is fifteen, his grandmother is murdered by a 
renegade named Grumby, and Bayard, accompanied by his black 
companion Ringo and a neighbor, Uncle Buck Mccaslin, sets 
out in true quest fashion to avenge her death. By this 
action, he shows his adherence to the Sartoris code of 
conduct, already discussed in connection with his father. 
As I have suggested, this code of conduct parallels the 
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code followed by Arthur and his knights. It is assumed in 
Camelot that a life will be avenged with a life. When 
Balin kills Lanceor in Le Morte D'Arthur, a dwarf warns 
Balin that Lanceor's kin "will chase you through the world 
till they have slain you" (58). Also, when Lancelot 
accidentally kills Gareth, Gawain vows "that from this day 
I shall never fail Sir Launcelot until one of us have slain 
the other" (Marte D'Arthur 884). Bayard succeeds in his 
quest, killing Grumby and nailing his hand to Granny 
Millard's gravestone, in an act similar to Gawain's when he 
cuts off the hand of Sir Gilbert the Bastard in a fight to 
defend a lady's honor. Uncle Buck Mccaslin validates 
Bayard's bravery and his adherence to the code when he 
exclaims, "'Ain't I told you he is John Sartoris' boy?"' 
(213). The implication here is that Bayard has been true 
to the code of his father, just as Lancelot and Gawain 
follow the code of their pseudo-father, King Arthur. 
In addition to bravery, Bayard exhibits another 
characteristic of the true knight-errant--honor. Honor is 
very much a part of the lives of the knights-errant and 
none of Arthur's knights exhibit a greater devotion to 
honor than does Gareth. Gareth does not merely give lip 
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service to honor but lets it guide his every action. At 
one point in Le Morte D'Arthur, Gareth demonstrates his 
honor by nobly refraining from sleeping with the daughter 
of Sir Persant, who has been compelled to offer herself to 
him: "God defend, said he, that I should defoil you" 
(230). It is interesting to note that Gareth's action is 
more the exception than the rule when it comes to knightly 
actions. Terence McCarthy notes that "it is taken for 
granted in the Marte Darthur that sexual encounters will 
exist and that this is only natural" (197). No one 
condemns Arthur, for example, for sowing his wild oats in 
his youth. Even the fact of his lying with his sister and 
fathering Mordred occasions little criticism. And one 
senses even in Idylls of the King that Lancelot and 
Guinevere's affair would hardly have been noticed had it 
not been for the fact that it was the king they were 
betraying. Significantly, though, the incident with Gareth 
and Sir Persant's daughter turns out to have been a test of 
Gareth's honor, which, as Sir Persant announces, he has 
passed: "Truly, said Sir Persant, whatsomever he be, he is 
come of noble blood" (230). Gareth has drawn a very fine 
line between the honor observed by most of Arthur's knights 
and the honor he has chosen to make part of his character. 
Bayard's honor is tested in The Unvanquished when his 
cousin/stepmother, Drusilla Hawk Sartoris, attempts to 
seduce him. In resisting her, Bayard demonstrates an honor 
similar to that of Gareth. As Melvin Backman points out, 
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in this case "Bayard Sartoris resisted his stepmother's 
offer of herself; the result is life and increased moral 
strength" (143). Bayard has resisted the temptation of 
self-gratification and in doing so has proved to himself 
that he does not just give lip service to honor either, 
but, like Gareth, has made it a part of his life. Bayard 
is on his way to establishing a code which will guide his 
actions--a code which is very like the Arthurian code but 
which goes a step further, acknowledging that within the 
framework of the code, each individual must forge his own 
code of conduct, based on his own sense of what is right 
and honorable. 
When Bayard's father is gunned down by his former 
partner, Bayard knows immediately what he will be expected 
to do: in essence, to uphold his father's code by avenging 
his father's death. He thinks to himself, "At least this 
will be my chance to find out if I am what I think I am or 
if I just hope; if I am going to do what I have taught 
myself is right or if I am just going to wish I were" 
(Unvanquished 248). He is pressured to take vengeance on 
Ben Redmond, notably by his stepmother Drusilla, and more 
subtly by Ringo and some of the men from his father's old 
troop. They all clearly expect that he will kill, or at 
least attempt to kill, Redmond. But Bayard is continuing 
to reevaluate the code under which he has been brought up 
is right. He confronts Redmond alone and unarmed, this 
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time echoing the actions of Lancelot who at one point in Le 
Morte D'Arthur is engaged in a fight with a knight who is 
afraid of him: "Now will I proffer thee fair, said 
Launcelot, I will unarm me unto my shirt" (206). The other 
knight refuses to accept the offer and flees. Likewise, 
Redmond fires at Bayard but, for whatever reason, 
deliberately misses. Redmond then leaves town for good. 
Tellingly, Bayard's act is accepted by most of the 
townspeople as a courageous, honorable resolution to the 
situation, as though they too realize that adherence to a 
rigid code of conduct, even if possible, may not be 
desirable. Lynn Gartrell Levins sees Bayard's 
confrontation with Redmond as "the most heroic action of 
the book, exemplary of those concepts of courage, bravery 
and honor which Faulkner associates with chivalry as 
positive ideal" (127). And even Drusilla, though she feels 
that Bayard has failed to uphold the code by not killing 
Redmond, leaves a sprig of verbena, which to her stands for 
courage, on his pillow. 
So Bayard, by his refusal to be tied to an inflexible 
code of revenge, has established a modified version of the 
code of chivalry in which each individual must follow his 
own sense of what is right. In establishing this modified 
code, he is not so much rejecting the standards of the code 
as redefining them. In Le Morte D'Arthur, Gawain vows to 
kill Lancelot to avenge his brother's death, just as the 
code dictates. But he repents of this decision just before 
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his death when he realizes that with Lancelot's help, 
Arthur might have won his war with Mordred, and by doing so 
demonstrates that sometimes elements of the code must be 
sacrificed for the greater good. Similarly, Bayard turns 
from the established pattern of vengeance and makes a 
decision based on his own personal idea of how honor and 
courage fit into his world. By this decision Bayard is 
demonstrating more than physical courage; he is 
demonstrating the moral courage necessary to oppose the 
conventions of his society and to adapt the code which is 
revered by his fellow Southerners to the situations of his 
life. In Idvlls of the King, Arthur voices an assertion 
that shows that such a decision is as rare in Camelot as in 
Yoknapatawpha: 
The world will not believe a man repents: 
And this wise world of ours is mainly right. 
Full seldom doth a man repent, or use 
Both grace and will to pick the vicious quitch 
Of blood and custom wholly out of him, 
And make all clean, and plant himself afresh 
(123). 
Bayard is, in a sense, planting himself afresh by adapting 
the code to his own situation and circumstances rather than 
merely accepting what his culture at large accepts. 
Finally, Terence McCarthy notes in regard to Le Morte 
D'Arthur that "one of the great themes of the novel is the 
problem of personal integrity, the difficulty of remaining 
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upright in a corrupt world" (88). This problem afflicts 
Faulkner's characters as well, and Bayard Sartoris is one 
who heroically tackles the problem and wrests a solution 
from a world in which practical action is too often 
sacrificed to blind devotion to tradition. 
A slightly younger contemporary of Bayard's, Isaac 
Mccaslin is one of Faulkner's most idealistic heroes. 
James Early identifies Ike as "an ordinary, decent, sane, 
moderately intelligent human being. He is therefore almost 
unique among the protagonists of Faulkner's major works" 
(19). Ike is the central character in Go Down, Moses, the 
most well-known chapter of which--"The Bear"--can be 
considered the Grail Quest of Faulkner's fictional world. 
It would have been unusual indeed if Faulkner, among the 
many parallels between Yoknapatawpha and Camelot in his 
works, had not included a Quest story. In "The Bear" he 
has included not only the Grail Quest itself but the Grail 
Knight as well. In Le Marte D'Arthur, nearly all of 
Arthur's knights set out on the Quest of the Holy Grail, 
described by Larry Benson as "the greatest adventure of the 
Round Table" (206). The Grail is thought to be the cup 
used first by Jesus at the Last Supper, and later by Joseph 
of Arimathea to catch the blood of Jesus on the cross. The 
object of the Quest is merely to see the Grail. Few of the 
knights succeed in the Quest, however, success being based 
not on knightly valor, but on purity, humility and 
repentance. According to Malory, only Galahad, Perceval 
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and Bors succeed in the Grail Quest, (Lancelot sees the 
Grail but is not allowed in the same room) and Galahad is 
considered to be the purest of the three. In Ike Mccaslin 
we have an uncannily accurate portrayal of Sir Galahad, the 
Grail Knight of the Arthurian legends. 
One of the most interesting parallels between Ike and 
Galahad occurs before their births, in the lives of their 
respective parents. Galahad is the son of Lancelot and 
Elaine, the daughter of King Pellas. According to Le Horte 
D'Arthur, Pellas "knew well that Sir Launcelot should get a 
child upon his daughter, the which should be named Sir 
Galahad the good knight, by whom . . . the Holy Grail 
should be achieved" (611). What Pellas does not know is 
how this situation is to come about, since "Sir Launcelot 
loveth no lady in the world but all only Queen Guenever" 
(611). So he and his daughter's handmaiden, Dame Brisen, 
come up with a plan. Lancelot is tricked by magic into 
thinking he is to lie with Guinevere, and so comes to 
Elaine's bed and Galahad is conceived. Lancelot is 
appalled when he discovers what has happened. Ike's 
parents, Uncle Buck Mccaslin and Hiss Sophonsiba Beauchamp, 
act out a similar scenario in "Was," an early chapter of Go 
Down. Hoses. Uncle Buck makes a very unlikely Lancelot, 
but Hiss Sophonsiba is eerily reminiscent of Elaine, who 
remains devoted to Lancelot despite his obvious lack of 
interest in her. Faulkner characterizes Hiss Sophonsiba as 
being enamored of "the fine flamboyant tales of chivalry 
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where the maiden cast the veil to the knight in the 
tournament" (Faulkner in the University 96). To illustrate 
this point on one occasion, when Buck is preparing to ride 
out in search of a runaway slave, Miss Sophonsiba sends him 
a piece of red ribbon to wish him success, just as ladies 
of Camelot would often of fer a token for a knight to wear 
for good luck in a tournament. Uncle Buck, far from being 
appreciative, sits on his horse, "holding the ribbon like 
it was a little water moccasin" (15). Later on, Buck and 
his nephew return to the Beauchamp house, where Miss 
Sophonsiba's brother Hubert has offered to put them up for 
the night. They creep into the darkened house and through 
the first open bedroom door they come to, Uncle Buck 
believing that "'an unmarried lady will sholy have her door 
locked with strangers in the house"' (19). But when Buck 
gets into bed, "that was when Miss Sophonsiba sat up on the 
other side of Uncle Buck and gave the first scream" (20). 
And even though Buck tries valiantly to evade the trap of 
matrimony, he and Miss Sophonsiba are eventually wed. 
Of course, the similarities between Ike and Sir 
Galahad do not end with their parents' situations. Galahad 
is set apart from the other knights of Arthur's court by 
his mystical abilities, including the ability to sit in the 
Siege Perilous, "a vacant chair Fashion'd by Merlin ere he 
past away" (Idylls 210). Merlin had decreed that no man 
could sit in the chair "'but he should lose himself'" 
(Idylls 210). Galahad is the only one who is able to sit 
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in the Siege Perilous and when he does, "all the knights of 
the Round Table marvelled greatly ... and said: This is 
he by whom the Sangreal shall be enchieved" (Marte D'Arthur 
660), which is, of course, a prediction of another of 
Galahad's mystical abilities--that he should be the one to 
succeed in the Grail Quest. A mysticism of sorts plays a 
part in Ike's life as well. He is, after all, guided by 
Sam Fathers, who is very much like a priest who initiates 
Ike into the secrets of the wilderness. Included among 
these secrets is the ability to see Old Ben, the great 
bear. In Le Marte D'Arthur, the Holy Grail is not to be 
seen "but if it be by a perfect man" (632). So, too, Old 
Ben is an elusive quarry for the hunters, most of whom do 
not even get a glimpse of him. As Daniel Hoffman points 
out, "for Ike as for Sam, the purpose of the hunt is not to 
slay, but to see Old Ben: vision is the end, and the end 
is visionary" (163). To this end, Ike must lay aside the 
things of this world, as Galahad did before him--literally 
leaving this world for a better one. As Larry Benson 
notes, the Quest of the Grail is one "in which worldly 
codes and mortal armor are of no avail" (214). When Ike 
wonders why he has not yet seen Old Ben, Sam tells him to 
leave his gun and go into the wilderness unarmed. Ike tries 
this experiment, but eventually realizes that even this act 
is not enough: "It was the watch and the compass. He was 
still tainted. He removed the linked chain of the one and 
the looped thong of the other from his overalls and hung 
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them on a bush and leaned the stick beside them and entered 
it" (199). This time he is first rewarded with a glimpse 
of Old Ben's distinctive footprint, and "then he saw the 
bear. It did not emerge, appear: it was just there, 
immobile . . not as big as he had dreamed it but as big 
as he had expected, bigger, dimensionless against the 
dappled obscurity, looking at him" (200). The implication 
is that Ike is finally worthy of such a vision. He has 
followed Sam Fathers' path by divesting himself of the 
trappings of civilization and this renunciation has 
resulted in a mystical coming of age in the wilderness. 
Ike continues to demonstrate his Galahad-like purity 
by relinquishing his inheritance in an attempt to make 
right the misdeeds of his grandfather, who had fathered 
children on his slaves, even on one who was his own 
daughter, adding incest to miscegenation. Ike is dismayed 
when he learns of these things, which he considers 
shameful, and attempts to make reparation by renouncing his 
claim to his grandfather's land. Significantly, however, 
Ike is not so much abandoning his heritage as trying to 
come to terms with it. As Patrick O'Donnell explains it, 
Ike "forsakes ownership of the land in the attempt to forge 
a primordial relation to it" (35). Ike cares about the 
land but believes that the land cannot really be owned by 
anyone, even the native Americans from whom the land was 
acquired by his grandfather. As he explains to his cousin 
Cass, "It was never Ikkemotubbe's fathers' fathers' to 
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bequeath Ikkemotubbe to sell to Grandfather ... because 
on the instant when Ikkemotubbe discovered . • . that he 
could sell it for money ... it ceased ever to have been 
his" (246). Just as Bayard Sartoris looks for a way to 
reshape the code under which he has been brought up, so Ike 
Mccaslin attempts to reevaluate the traditions under which 
he has been raised. 
Ike and Bayard are both born in the era of Sartoris 
and Sutpen but live beyond it to attempt to reshape the 
codes and traditions of their lives. They are Faulkner's 
"true knights," achieving this status not because of their 
blind adherence to the code of chivalry, but because of 
their courageous stand against such blindness and their 
determination to respond to the traditions of their 
society as individuals. They, in a sense, form a bridge 
between the idealized Old South and the present. Faulkner 
seems to be suggesting an acceptance of the past rather 
than a complete break with it. In his address upon 
receiving the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1950, Faulkner 
stated that a writer's task is "to help man endure by 
lifting his heart, by reminding him of the courage and 
honor and hope and pride and compassion and pity and 
sacrifice which have been the glory of his past" (724). 
These words, almost a checklist of the criteria for 
membership in the brotherhood of "true knights," indicate 
that Faulkner does not totally denigrate the ideals of past 
times. For the characters in his stories, then, adapting 
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the standards set by these ideals to their own lives is an 
important achievement. In the case of Bayard Sartoris, 
this achievement involves reevaluating the code of 
vengeance to eliminate unnecessary violence but yet remain 
true to the standards of courage and honor he has set for 
himself. In the case of Ike Mccaslin, a reevaluation of 
the tradition of primogeniture, based on Ike's own values 
concerning the land and his relationship to it, takes 
place. The difference between placing one's total reliance 
on the ideals of the past and shaping them to fit the 
circumstances of one's own culture and situation is 
demonstrated even more fully in Faulkner's treatment of 
several Yoknapatawpha pairs who parallel the courtly lovers 
of Camelot. 
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C. Courtly Lovers 
Stories of love and romance would seem almost 
incidental to the panorama of knightly adventures found in 
the Arthurian tales, but in actuality they are the stories 
that form the core of the entire legend. Cleanth Brooks 
points out that "the conception of a passionate and 
thrilling love, so irresistible that those possessed by it 
count mere happiness well lost, dominates the stories of 
the Arthurian cycle" (Yoknapatawpha Country 196). The most 
outstanding examples of that irresistible love found in the 
stories of Camelot include the affair of Tristram and 
Isolde as well as that of Lancelot and Guinevere, and there 
are other less prominent examples, such as Gareth and 
Lynette, Pelleas and Ettarre, and Geraint and Enid. These 
romances have several significant features in common. 
First, a basic tenet of the Arthurian romances is that the 
knight aspires to be worthy of his lady's love by seeking 
renown in chivalric deeds, and that this desire inspires 
him to even greater martial endeavors. In connection with 
these attempts to gain worthiness, suffering and even 
tragedy are not uncommon, and happiness does not always 
result. Terence McCarthy notes that "the lover is 
faithful, obedient and long-suffering. Service is its own 
reward and no joy is necessarily implied" (52). And in 
attempting to be loyal to his chosen lady, a knight often 
finds his loyalty to her in conflict with loyalty to the 
lord who also demands his faithfulness. These conflicting 
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claims contribute to the potential unhappiness of the 
lover. And indeed, among the various romances depicted in 
the Arthurian legends, few end on a "happily ever after" 
note. 
In his novels of Yoknapatawpha County, Faulkner 
includes several relationships that parallel these 
Arthurian romances.a That Faulkner was familiar with the 
basic elements of the courtly romance is shown in The 
Hamlet, in the story of Ike Snopes and Jack Houston's cow. 
In this elaborate parody of a medieval courtship, the 
feebleminded Ike worships his "coy and maiden mistress" 
(Tuck 75), the cow, even rescuing her from a fire at great 
risk to himself, just as any self-respecting knight would 
his lady love. While Daniel Hoffman suggests "that only in 
so degraded, risible and conventionally abhorrent a 
fashion can the emotions that lead Malory's or Tennyson's 
Launcelot to his Guinevere be experienced in Yoknapatawpha 
County" (100), Faulkner does indeed present various 
portrayals of courtly lovers which show that these emotions 
can and do exist in Yoknapatawpha beyond the experience of 
Ike Snopes. Three characters in particular represent the 
courtly lover in Faulkner's work: Gavin Stevens, Quentin 
Compson and Byron Bunch. 
Gavin Stevens appears in several of Faulkner's 
Yoknapatawpha novels,' most notably the novels of the 
Snopes saga--The Hamlet, The Town and The Mansion. In The 
Mansion, Gavin plays Tristram to Linda Snopes' Isolde when 
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they arrange to have adjoining rooms in a hotel, the wall 
between them serving as a barrier similar to the naked 
sword which at one point lay between Tristram and Isolde to 
prove their innocence. But it is in the earlier novel, ~ 
Town, that we see the full measure of Gavin's penchant for 
chivalric behavior when he conceives a romantic passion for 
Eula Varner Snopes. Eula is the wife of Flem Snopes and 
the lover of Manfred de Spain, but neither of these 
circumstances deters Gavin from making her the object of 
his obsession. In fact, Eula's married state enhances the 
likeness of Gavin's obsession to the behavior of Lancelot 
and Tristram, since courtly love in the Arthurian stories 
is mostly adulterous. 
We are first told of Gavin's passion for Eula--what 
Gavin's nephew Chick Mallison calls "Uncle Gavin's trouble" 
(389)--when V.K. Ratliff and Gavin's sister Margaret notice 
Gavin acting strangely and both draw the correct conclusion 
about his feelings for Eula. At this point Gavin displays 
one of the many similarities between himself and Arthur's 
courtly lovers--he defends his lady, in this case from what 
he perceives as slander. Even though it seems to be common 
knowledge that Eula is having an affair with Manfred de 
Spain, Gavin will not allow even Margaret to speculate 
about it. Margaret asks, "'Just what is it about this that 
you cant stand? That Mrs. Snopes may not be chaste, or 
that it looks like she picked Manfred de Spain out to be 
unchaste with?'" and Gavin replies, "'Yes! ••. I mean no! 
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It's all lies--gossip'" (393). Gavin has placed Eula so 
high on her pedestal that she has become more than a person 
to him; she has become his dream of the ideal woman, and he 
cannot accept any disparagement of her. Just as in Le 
Morte D'Arthur Sir Lamorak states that "every man thinketh 
his own lady fairest" (373), so Gavin is determined to 
think only the best of his lady regardless of anyone else's 
opinion. Gavin's view of Eula illustrates Faulkner's theme 
of the opposition between idealism and realism in the lives 
of his Yoknapatawpha characters. Gavin is a romantic 
idealist; he has idealized Eula to the point that he can no 
longer relate to her or the situation in a realistic way. 
Gavin also defends Eula from what he perceives as a 
threat to her virtue when he gets into a fistfight and, 
later, a game of childish one-upmanship with Manfred de 
Spain on Eula's behalf. Initially, Gavin forces a fight on 
de Spain at the Cotillion Ball because Gavin imagines him 
to be dancing insultingly close to Eula. Gavin's nephew 
Chick describes Gavin's actions: "What he was doing was 
simply defending forever with his blood the principle that 
chastity and virtue in women shall be defended whether they 
exist or not" (415). After he is soundly defeated in this 
altercation, Gavin resorts to putting tacks in the road 
where they are sure to puncture Manfred's tires. Dorothy 
Tuck notes that "these incidents . . . point up the 
ridiculous way in which extreme reliance on tradition can 
effectively interfere with the development of any kind of 
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mature human relationship" (85). The tradition Gavin is 
relying on is the tradition of chivalry that was so 
prevalent in antebellum Southern society. Bertram Wyatt-
Brown, in his discussion of Southern honor, proffers the 
notion that the chivalry practiced in the Old South 
demanded fierce retaliation when a woman was dishonored 
(53). Of course, Eula's dishonor is largely a figment of 
Gavin's imagination, but his determination to retaliate on 
her behalf is sincere and very real. 
Unfortunately, this determination also has the effect 
of placing a barrier between Gavin and Eula that he cannot 
overcome. And it is in this circumstance that a further 
similarity between Gavin and the Arthurian courtly lovers 
is seen. After Gavin's fight with Manfred, Eula comes to 
Gavin's office one evening and offers herself to him 
because, as she puts it, he is unhappy and she doesn't like 
unhappy people. Gavin, however, refuses her offer even 
though, or perhaps because, Eula's words are true--he !A 
unhappy. But this unhappiness is part and parcel of the 
set of romantic, chivalric notions that Gavin has taken as 
the standard that guides his actions, echoing the doctrine 
that chivalric love is, at least in most cases, necessarily 
unhappy. The fact that Gavin perpetuates his own 
unhappiness is not only a result of his desire to live out 
the pattern of the chivalric lover, but also a confused 
attempt to reconcile the desire he feels with his own sense 
of what is honorable behavior in this circumstance. And 
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even though Arthur's most prominent courtly lovers, 
Lancelot and Tristram, are sexually involved with the 
objects of their obsessions--Guinevere and Isolde--Malory 
makes it clear that true courtly love does not depend on 
sexual expression, or at least that physical love should 
not come too quickly, when he compares love in his own 
contemporary society, that of fifteenth century England, to 
love in the days of Camelot: 
for 
But nowadays men can not love seven night but 
they must have all their desires: that love may 
not endure by reason; for where they be soon 
accorded and hasty heat, soon it cooleth. Right 
so fareth love nowadays soon hot, soon cold: 
This is no stability. But the old love was not 
so; man and woman could love together seven 
years, and no licours lusts were between them, 
and then was love, truth, and faithfulness: and 
lo, in like wise was used love in King Arthur's 
days (837). 
So Gavin, in his role as a chivalric lover, creates 
himself the image of a chaste, virtuous lady whom he 
can worship and serve and tries to reconcile the reality of 
Eula Snopes with that image. That he fails in this attempt 
is evidence that the tradition of knightly honor prompting 
his actions is invalid as a method of solving problems in 
his world. Just as following the code of chivalry in the 
Arthurian world results in the failure of the Round Table, 
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so following that same code in Yoknapatawpha results in 
Gavin's failure to adapt the ideals of the code to his 
real-life problems. It might be argued that it is Eula's 
character that makes such a reconciliation impossible, but 
while her unromantic practicality certainly contributes to 
Gavin's frustration, his later attempts to relate to her 
daughter Linda in the same way also fail. 
Yet another example of the courtly lover in Faulkner's 
work is Quentin Compson, who appears in both Absalom, 
Absaloml and The Sound and the Fury. Cleanth Brooks states 
that "perhaps the most extreme devotee of the Tristan myth 
turns out to be Quentin in The Sound and the Fury, whose 
love is barred by the most powerful obstacle in Western 
culture, that of incest" (Yoknapatawpha Country 205). Just 
as Arthur is tempted by his sister Morgawse and Tristram is 
obsessed with his uncle's wife, so it is Quentin's sister 
Caddy who is the object of that forbidden love in 
Faulkner's novel. And at one point in The Sound and the 
Fury Quentin and Caddy reenact the scene in which Tristram 
and Isolde lie in the forest with a naked blade between 
them. However, in this instance, the blade is Quentin's 
pocket knife, and he is proposing a sort of murder-suicide 
pact to escape the circumstances surrounding this 
forbidden love. 
Carvel Collins feels that Quentin was meant to 
represent the values of knighthood from his very conception 
as a character. He states that when Faulkner wrote his 
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"vaguely Arthurian" story "Mayday," he was at the time just 
beginning to put The Sound and the Fury together, and that 
the characters of Quentin and Sir Galwyn, the protagonist 
of "Mayday," are formed from the same mold. Collins cites 
several parallels between Quentin and Sir Galwyn concerning 
each character's thoughts and actions during the time just 
before each drowns himself in a river: each character 
spends the night before his monologue in solitary vigil; 
each story begins with "the arrival of day beyond the 
protagonist's window"; Galwyn and Quentin each "have a girl 
on their minds"--Sir Galwyn is thinking of the "sister of 
Death", and Quentin is thinking of his sister Caddy, "who 
is, in a sense, the death of him"; "both young men travel 
restlessly throughout their narratives"; Galwyn talks about 
Saint Francis of Assisi, and Quentin thinks about him; and 
finally, each chooses the same form of suicide (27). The 
point of these comparisons is that Faulkner apparently 
intended Quentin to be a knightly figure before he even 
began writing down Quentin's story. 
As I have previously noted, Arthurian romances are not 
always happy, and certainly not always free of problems. 
The romances of Tristram and Lancelot contain examples of 
these unfortunate qualities. Both of these knights are in 
love with women who are married to someone else and so, in 
a sense, are unavailable to them. Quentin's sister is also 
unavailable to him, not because she is married--at least, 
initially--but because of the much more powerful taboo of 
incest standing between them. The frustration of this 
circumstance drives Quentin into a state which Faulkner 
describes as "about halfway between madness and sanity" 
(faulkner in the University 94). In Quentin's case it is 
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his own jealousy he has to deal with since Caddy seems 
somehow driven into promiscuous behavior, which eventually 
results in her pregnancy and hasty marriage. 
Quentin is an unsuccessful knight-errant when he tries 
to defend his sister's honor by challenging her seducer, 
Dalton Ames, to a fight in which he is completely 
outmatched. Quentin's futile defense of his sister results 
in Herbert Head, Caddy's soon-to-be husband, referring to 
Quentin as a "half-baked Galahad of a brother" (110). 
Quentin has assigned the virtues of honor and chastity to 
Caddy, much as Gavin assigns th6se values to Eula, when 
neither woman actually possesses them. Montserrat Gines 
cites Quentin and Gavin as "the most outstanding examples" 
of characters who portray "the attempt to champion the 
knightly function when it has little bearing on reality" 
(26). And just as Gavin is attempting to follow the moral 
code of the Old South by defending his lady's honor, so, 
too, does Quentin try to preserve the honor of his sister, 
and by extension of himself and his family, by challenging 
Dalton Ames to a fight. In Arthurian times, a positive 
aspect of the chivalric code was to inspire more honorable 
conduct. As Lynn Gartrell Levins points out, Faulkner's 
novels illustrate a negative aspect of the code "when the 
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code binds an individual to a fixed tradition and when it 
substitutes for fresh experience which demands new 
responses static and therefore no longer viable 
conventions" (117). Quentin, as well as Gavin, is trusting 
blindly in those fixed traditions and does not seem to be 
able to react to his experiences in an appropriate way. 
The methods he uses to cope with the situation with Caddy--
the chivalrous behavior and the attempt at her defense--
have long lost their meaning in the society in which he 
lives. 
Ironically, another of Quentin's attempts at 
chivalrous behavior, which involves helping a little 
Italian girl who seems to be lost, is totally misconstrued 
by the girl's family. The girl's brother attacks Quentin 
and accuses him of trying to kidnap his sister. Quentin's 
reaction to this accusation is disbelief that his motives 
could have been so misunderstood. Again he has tried to 
apply the values of the past to his present behavior and 
the result is quite discouraging. 
That Quentin looks to the past for guidance in trying 
to solve the problems of his life is shown in Absalom, 
Absaloml as he tells the story of Charles Bon and Henry 
Sutpen to his roommate Shreve. Quentin seems to identify 
with Henry, who is able to kill the man who threatens the 
honor of his sister, as Quentin obviously wishes he could. 
Elizabeth Downey states that Quentin is "captivated by what 
he sees as Henry's doomed strength and he vicariously takes 
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it for his own" (151). Henry's actions are very much based 
on the values of the Old South, which in turn echo the 
traditions of the age of chivalry. Quentin seems able to 
find meaning only in these old values and traditions as he 
tries to resolve the situation between himself and Caddy. 
He is, of course, unable to do so successfully because most 
of his attempts involve trying to deny certain elements of 
the situation, such as Caddy's promiscuity, which he 
refuses even to acknowledge, much less accept. Quentin 
even thinks that if he could just convince his father that 
he had committed incest with Caddy that her promiscuity 
would be somehow blotted out. But when his father asks if 
he really did it, he answers, "i was afraid to i was afraid 
she might and then it wouldnt have done any good but if i 
could tell you we did it would have been so and then the 
others wouldnt be so" (Sound and Fury 177). J. Philip 
Eggers notes, in regard to Idylls of the King, that 
Lancelot "does not delight in forbidden love, but yearns 
for a world where love and honor do not destroy each other" 
(90). Quentin Compson yearns for that same type of world, 
and not being able to find it destroys him. 
Quentin's suicide represents the most extreme reaction 
possible to the failure to reconcile the chivalric ideals 
with toe realities of life in Yoknapatawpha. In choosing 
to leave the world rather than to live in it without being 
able to achieve this reconciliation, Quentin parallels 
another tragic lover from the Arthurian tales--"Elalne, the 
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lily maid of Astolat" (Idylls 168). According to both 
Malory's and Tennyson's versions of the story, this lady is 
in love with Lancelot but knows she can never have him--
because of his love for Guinevere--and so dies of grief. 
Quentin too knows he can never have Caddy, and so he also 
dies, in his case by drowning himself. 
The stories of Gavin and Quentin, like those of 
Lancelot and Tristram, parallel each other to a great 
degree. Faulkner acknowledged their likeness, especially 
in their attempts to defend Eula and Caddy: 
It is the knight that goes out to defend somebody 
who don't want to be defended and don't need it. 
But it's a very fine quality in human nature. I 
hope it will always endure. It is comical and a 
little sad. And Quentin and Stevens were that 
much alike (Faulkner in the University 141). 
By creating two characters who parallel each other and the 
Arthurian courtly lovers so closely, Faulkner is 
demonstrating the danger involved in placing one's total 
trust in the ideals of the past. As I suggested in the 
"Knights-Errant" section, Faulkner's characters must 
successfully adapt these ideals to their own situations and 
society. Clearly, Gavin and Quentin are unable to do this. 
Of all of Faulkner's romantic pairs, Byron Bunch and 
Lena Grove in Light in August are the only one whose story 
even hints at a happy ending. In this circumstance, they 
are roughly like the Arthurian pair of Gareth and Lynette. 
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In the Idylls, Lynette and Gareth meet when Lynette comes 
to Arthur's court to ask for a boon. Her sister Lyonors is 
being held prisoner by four knights and she asks that Sir 
Lancelot come with her to drive the knights away. Lena and 
Byron meet under similar circumstances when Lena arrives in 
Jefferson looking for Lucas Burch, the father of her unborn 
child. Lena seems to inspire compassion in everyone she 
meets, and everyone is anxious to help her find the man she 
is looking for, just as Arthur unhesitatingly grants 
Lynette's request for help, though not quite in the way she 
is hoping. It happens that Arthur has promised that Gareth 
will be given the next quest, and he keeps this promise, 
much to Lynette's dismay, since Gareth is not at all what 
she had been expecting. Similarly, on her arrival in 
Jefferson, Lena is directed to Byron Bunch instead of Lucas 
Burch because of the similarity of their last names. 
Obviously, Byron is not what Lena is expecting, either. 
In the relationships that follow these first meetings, 
Byron shows a far greater likeness to Gareth than Lena does 
to Lynette. Lynette is quite sharp-tongued and critical 
toward Gareth, since she is comparing him unfavorably to 
Lancelot throughout most of their adventure. Lena is much 
too placid and compliant to find fault with Byron's efforts 
to take care of her, even though she makes it clear that 
she still expects to be reunited with Lucas Burch. Byron, 
on the other hand, closely parallels Gareth's long-
suffering manner as he deals with Lena and her problems. 
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Gareth does not take offense when Lynette ridicules him; he 
continues to behave in a chivalrous, courtly manner toward 
her. Likewise, Byron is courtly and chivalrous toward Lena 
from the very start of their relationship when he spreads a 
sack on a stack of planks for her to sit on, and continues 
to be committed to looking out for her, even though she 
continually expresses the belief that when she finds Lucas 
Burch they will be married. Gareth finally wins the 
admiration of Lynette by vanquishing several knights in 
battle. In Le Marte D'Arthur Malory identifies some of 
these knights by color--the Black Knight, the Green Knight, 
the Red Knight and finally, the Brown Knight. Byron also 
does battle for Lena's sake, even though he does not 
exactly vanquish his opponent and in fact has no 
expectation of winning: "'You're bigger than me,' Byron 
thought. 'But I don't care ... And now I'm going to get 
the hell beat out of me and I don't care about that, 
neither!'" (415). Byron's battle is with Lucas Burch, who 
has been living in Jefferson under the name Joe Brown. 
Byron and Lena's story concludes with the implication 
that they are going to stay together, even though they are 
still ostensibly continuing the search for Lucas Burch. 
And though Malory's version has Gareth marrying Lynette's 
sister Lyonors, Tennyson offers a different version: "And 
he that told the tale in older times I Says that Sir Gareth 
wedded Lyonors, / But he, that told it later, says Lynette" 
(75). In both versions, though, Gareth enjoys a rare 
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chance for happiness among the many star-crossed lovers of 
the Arthurian legends. Faulkner also recognized how unique 
Byron and Lena are among the residents of Yoknapatawpha 
County. He stated that Byron and Lena "seemed to me to 
have had a very fine belief in life, in the basic 
possibility for happiness and goodness" (Faulkner in the 
University 97). By this statement Faulkner seems to be 
acknowledging how rare this possibility is for his 
characters, but is also conceding that such a resolution is 
in fact possible, contrary to Daniel Hoffman's assertion 
that such emotions could not exist in Yoknapatawpha. 
The fact that Faulkner is able, in Byron and Lena's 
story, to allow his characters to successfully depend on 
the ideals of the past--unlike Gavin and Quentin's 
unsuccessful attempts--is a validation of Faulkner's theme 
of reconciling those ideals with reality. Byron is able to 
behave in a chivalrous manner toward Lena and echo the 
behavior of the courtly lovers of the past and, in his 
case, tragedy does not result. This is not to say that in 
Light in August the course of true love runs smoothly, 
because of course it does not. But Byron and Lena at least 
have a chance for that "basic possibility for happiness." 
One reason for this possibility lies in Byron's character 
and his ability to reconcile his idealism with the reality 
of his life. Byron is able to accept, albeit with 
difficulty, the reality of Lena's out-of-wedlock pregnancy 
as well as the shame this circumstance has already brought 
ii 
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to her and may bring to him as well at some point in the 
future. He persists in caring for Lena in a chaste and 
chivalrous way through her pregnancy and the birth of her 
child, even after she has refused his honorable offer of 
marriage. The idealism which results in his chivalrous 
behavior toward her does not die when confronted with this 
reality but blends with it and adapts to it. Byron 
illustrates this ability to adapt when he refuses to accept 
Hightower's advice to leave Jefferson and forget about Lena 
because of her damaged reputation: "'I reckon you are 
right,' Byron says. 'Anyway, it aint for me to say that 
you are wrong. And I dont reckon it's for you to say that 
I am wrong, even if I am'" (299). Byron has accepted the 
ideal of chivalric behavior but has relinquished the ideal 
of an unblemished reputation. Thus the reconciliation 
between his idealism and the reality of his situation has 
taken place. 
In stark contrast to Byron's ability to accept reality 
and reconcile it with his ideals is the inability of either 
Quentin or Gavin to do the same in their situations. 
Quentin cannot accept the reality of Caddy's promiscuity, 
and Gavin cannot accept the reality of Eula's unchaste 
behavior, and so a reconciliation between their ideals and 
these realities cannot take place. Quentin and Gavin are 
victims of "an incorrigible idealism that strives to 
prevent reality from ruining its dreams" (Gines 32). 
Neither Gavin nor Quentin is successful in living his life 
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in accordance with his idealistic notions, even though they 
each persist in cultivating these notions, and so their 
idealism cannot save their dreams, but instead destroys 
them. Further examples of the consequences of this fateful 
reliance on tradition are seen in some of Faulkner's 
characters who parallel Merlin, the magician of Camelot. 
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D. Merlin 
One of the most enigmatic of all the Arthurian 
characters is Merlin, adviser to Arthur and manipulator of 
events surrounding the formation of the brotherhood of the 
Round Table. Though neither Malory nor Tennyson gives 
Merlin a major role in the Arthur story, the name Merlin 
has remained as readily identifiable as Lancelot's or 
Guinevere's in terms of its connection to the story of 
Camelot. And despite the fact that his character is mainly 
a behind-the-scenes player, Merlin is credited with 
bringing about many events that are significant in terms of 
the basic story of King Arthur. For example, it is Merlin 
who arranges for Uther Pendragon to lie with Igraine so 
that Arthur may be conceived and then takes the child to 
raise in secret while Uther battles for the throne. It is 
also Merlin who magically places the sword in the stone so 
that Arthur might draw it out and be proclaimed king after 
Uther's death. Norris J. Lacy and Geoffrey Ashe tell us 
that, according to thirteenth-century writers such as 
Robert de Boron and the authors of the Vulgate version, 
Merlin "provides (Arthur) with Excalibur, devises the Round 
Table, and prepares the way for the Quest of the Grail" 
(59). In addition, he saves Arthur's life as well as the 
lives of some of the other knights either by magic or by 
timely prophecies. And through all these events, Merlin 
tries by his counsel to keep Arthur from committing a 
number of imprudent and fateful acts. In this last 
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endeavor, he is not always successful. Nevertheless, 
Merlin remains a pivotal character in the story of Arthur 
and his Knights of the Round Table. William Faulkner 
includes two characters in his novels who closely parallel 
the remarkable Herlin--Sam Fathers and Rosa Hillard. 
Sam Fathers appears in Go Down, Moses as the mentor of 
young Isaac Mccaslin. But it is in the circumstances of 
Sam's birth years before this mentorship begins that the 
first similarity to Merlin is seen, as both Merlin and Sam 
gain their identities through their fathers. Merlin is 
thought to be "a devil's son" (Harte D'Arthur 103). Ronan 
Coghlan tells us that "in the classic form of the tale, 
Merlin was begotten by an incubus" (176), which explains 
how he came to be endowed with magical powers. Because of 
this circumstance, Merlin is known as "The Fatherless 
Child" (Goodrich 59). Sam Fathers is the son of 
Ikkemotubbe, a chief of the Chickasaw Indian tribe, and a 
quadroon slave woman. Ikkemotubbe is known as Doom, a name 
which is a corruption of the French phrase Du Homme--"The 
Man"--but which is also an indication of how Ikkemotubbe is 
regarded by his people, since he gains the position of 
chief by causing the death of the son of the former chief. 
Doom arranges a marriage between Sam's mother and another 
slave, which is how Sam gets his Indian name, Had-Two-
Fathers, which eventually evolves into Sam Fathers. 
As I have previously suggested, Ike Mccaslin closely 
parallels the character of Sir Galahad, the Grail Knight. 
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But in his relationship with Sam Fathers, Ike assumes the 
role of the young Arthur to Sam's Merlin. In Le Marte 
D'Arthur Merlin devises a plan whereby the infant Arthur is 
given into the care Sir Ector and his family to raise. 
Malory does not describe much of what happens during 
Arthur's childhood years, but other chroniclers of the 
story, notably T.H. White in The Once and Future King, 10 
tell of how Merlin educates the boy Arthur by magically 
transforming him into various animals to teach him about 
nature and life. This section of White's book, called "The 
Sword in the Stone," concludes with Arthur drawing the 
sword from the stone, which symbolically designates him as 
the heir to Uther's throne. In "The Bear," Ike and his 
cousin Cass, who has helped to raise Ike after his parents' 
deaths, go each November, along with several others, to 
Major de Spain's hunting camp in the Tallahatchie River 
Bottom to hunt deer and bear. There Sam Fathers teaches 
Ike the ways of the wilderness. Ike "entered his novitiate 
to the true wilderness with Sam beside him as he had begun 
his apprenticeship in miniature to manhood after the 
rabbits and such with Sam beside him" (187). Sam is there 
when Ike kills his first deer and ceremoniously anoints Ike 
with the deer's blood: 
They were the white boy, marked forever, and the 
old dark man sired on both sides by savage kings, 
who had marked him, whose bloody hands had merely 
formally consecrated him to that which, under the 
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man's tutelage, he had already accepted, humbly 
and joyfully, with abnegation and with pride too 
( 159 ) • 
Merlin is depicted in Arthurian lore as a priest-like 
figure. Geoffrey of Monmouth, in his History of the Kings 
of Britain, credits Merlin with the formation of Stonehenge 
(Lacy and Ashe 58). Ronan Coghlan points out that "modern 
writers such as w. Rutherford and N. Tolstoy think (Merlin) 
may have been a latter-day Druid" (181). And just as 
certain mythological figures are associated with an animal 
which is considered sacred to them, Merlin seems to be 
identified with the stag. Coghlan notes that on one 
occasion Merlin appeared "riding a stag and leading a herd 
of deer" (176). Norma Lorre Goodrich tells us, in 
connection with this same event,· that "the stag symbolizes 
the highest holy man among the Celts" (96). The stag also 
has a special significance for Sam Fathers. In Go Down, 
Moses Sam and Ike have an encounter with a phantom-like 
buck: 
It was coming down the ridge, as if it were 
walking out of the very sound of the horn which 
related its death ... passing within twenty 
feet of them, its head high and the eye ..• 
full and wild and unafraid (177). 
Sam raises his arm and greets the great buck: "'Oleh, 
Chief •.• Grandfather'" (177). No one else sees the 
great buck, or even its tracks--only Sam and Ike. Richard 
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P. Adams links the appearance of this "spirit buck, which 
seems to be Sam's totem" (146) to Ike's successful 
initiation into the mysteries of the wilderness. It is 
Sam's anointing of Ike with the deer's blood that 
symbolically designates Ike as heir to his mentor's 
position of priest of the wilderness. And Sam continues to 
counsel Ike, this time on how to hunt Old Ben, the great 
bear. 
The hunt for Old Ben suggests another parallel between 
Sam and Merlin. I have already noted how this hunt 
parallels the Quest of the Holy Grail. In Book XIV of Le 
Morte D'Arthur, Merlin makes several prophecies concerning 
the Grail Quest and who will be successful in it. 
According to Robert de Boron, the author of the thirteenth-
century Merlin, it is Merlin who arranges the Quest, but 
does not live to see it completed (Lacy and Ashe 377). 
Similarly, it is Sam Fathers who is the guide for those 
involved in the hunt for Old Ben. Sam knows Old Ben's 
habits and predicts what the bear will do in certain 
situations. Sam also predicts that the time will come when 
the hunters will be successful in taking Old Ben. And the 
hunters, with the help of Lion, the massive hunting dog 
trained to hunt Old Ben, finally do manage to track and 
kill the great bear. After the initial confused excitement 
over their success, Ike turns to see Sam "lying motionless 
on his face in the trampled mud" (231). And even though 
the doctor pronounces Sam merely exhausted, Ike knows "that 
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Sam too was going to die" (236), which he soon does. 
Faulkner's portrayals of Sam as Merlin and the hunt 
for Old Ben as the Quest of the Grail help set the stage 
for the disappearance of the way of life depicted in Go 
Down, Moses. As Terence McCarthy points out, in regard to 
Le Morte D'Arthur, the Quest of the Holy Grail signals the 
end of the fellowship of the Round Table and, consequently, 
the end of the glory of Camelot: "Ironically, the one 
quest that the whole of the Round Table undertakes, the one 
which therefore reflects their perfect unity, is the one 
which will disunite them and prove their imperfection" 
(38). And just as Merlin's disappearance leaves Arthur and 
Camelot at a disadvantage in trying to solve the ever-
increasing problems which arise from such situations as the 
affair of Lancelot and Guinevere and the feud between the 
houses of Lot and Pellinor, so Sam's death signals an end 
to the pattern of Ike's and the other hunters' lives and, 
by extension, the lives of all Southerners of that time. 
For Ike especially, this change is emphasized by the 
vanishing wilderness. He sees that "the paths made by deer 
and bear became roads and then highways" (324). And then 
he sees that it is not only the wilderness that is gone but 
the way of life that went with it as well. So Faulkner's 
portrayal of Sam as Merlin not only emphasizes the mystical 
aspects of life in Yoknapatawpha but at the same time ties 
the destruction of that life to the destruction of the 
Round Table and Camelot. 
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Another Faulknerian character who parallels the 
character of Merlin is Rosa "Granny" Millard, Bayard 
Sartoris' grandmother in The Unvanquished. Just as Merlin 
guides Arthur to do what is right and honorable, so Granny 
raises Bayard after the death of his mother to be an 
honorable young man. When Arthur is considering making war 
on the six kings who oppose him, Merlin tells Arthur and 
his barons that "unless that our king have more chivalry 
with him than he may make within the bounds of his own 
realm, an he fight with them in battle, he shall be 
overcome and slain" (Marte D'Arthur 15). And even though 
Merlin's sorcery often gives the impression that he might 
be a pagan, Malory depicts Merlin as a God-fearing man, 
first because of his connection to the Holy Grail and also 
because he counsels Arthur to do· what is right in God's 
eyes. For example, when Arthur begets Mordred, Merlin 
tells him that "God is displeased" (37) with him for lying 
with his sister. Of course, Merlin's reasons for upholding 
God's will are often more worldly than pious. The 
implication of his admonishment to Arthur for lying with 
Morgawse is that it is a bad thing to do because of the 
potentially devastating consequences for Arthur's kingdom. 
Granny Millard also has an eye to doing what is right 
in God's sight, though her motives may be somewhat purer 
than Merlin's. We first learn of Granny's strong moral 
fiber when we see Bayard and his friend Ringo forced to 
wash their mouths out with soap when they use an obscenity. 
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Granny is uncompromising and ever vigilant on this matter. 
In the short story "My Grandmother Millard and General 
Bedford Forrest and the Battle of Harrykin Creek," Bayard 
says, "'Damn'" and, even though he and Ringo are not in 
Granny's presence, Ringo says, "'Git the soap.'" Bayard 
protests that Granny couldn't possibly have heard him and 
Ringo replies, "'I done tasted soap in my mouth for a cuss 
I thought was a heap further off than that'" (683). 
Granny is always careful to ask God's forgiveness when 
she herself steps beyond the line of what is right as well. 
When she lies to the Union troops--as she does on more than 
one occasion--she always kneels to pray afterward. And 
after the Union army puts an end to her scheme of 
confiscating and reselling mules to them, she heads 
straight for the church to ask forgiveness. But Granny, 
like Merlin, has done these things for the good of her 
country--in this case, the South--by giving the money she 
makes in these questionable schemes to her impoverished 
neighbors. 
Another likeness between Granny and Merlin is their 
ability to predict the future. Merlin, through his magical 
powers, seems to see the entire future of Camelot and each 
of its inhabitants. He foresees the role Mordred will play 
in the downfall of Arthur's kingdom, he makes predictions 
as to who will succeed--and who will not--in the Grail 
Quest, and he even predicts the nature of his own death and 
Arthur's. Granny's "powers" are more nebulous and have 
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nothing to do with magic. For example, on one occasion 
Granny orders the family silver, which she has buried to 
keep it from the Yankees, dug up and brought to her 
bedroom. When questioned about why she is doing this, she 
replies, "'I dreamed I was looking out my window, and a man 
walked into the orchard and went to where it is and stood 
there pointing at it •.. A black man'" (43). Later on, 
her dream proves to be correct when Loosh, one of the 
family slaves, reveals to the Union troops where the silver 
is hidden. 
Just as Merlin's and Sam Fathers' deaths leave Arthur 
and Ike missing their guidance, so Granny's death leaves 
Bayard to make some difficult decisions alone. Granny and 
Merlin both die as a result of a betrayal from someone they 
should have been able to trust. Merlin is betrayed by 
Nimue, "one of the damosels of the lake" (Morte D'Arthur 
102), who is known as Vivien or Niniane in other versions. 
Merlin becomes enamored of Nimue and teaches her many of 
his magic spells, despite the fact that he seems to know 
that she will cause his death. He gives Arthur many last 
warnings and tells him farewell, but when Arthur urges him 
to avoid this fate through his magic, Merlin answers, "Nay 
... it will not be" (102). He finally shows Nimue an 
enchanted rock and teaches her the spell concerning it, 
whereupon she causes Merlin to be imprisoned under the rock 
and leaves him there. Granny's betrayal comes not from a 
trusted friend, but from someone she has reason to trust 
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nevertheless. Ab Snopes, a ne'er-do-well who has been 
helping Granny with her "mule scheme," tries to convince 
her to try one last deception, holding out the lure of 
being able to provide starting over money for her son-in-
law John when he returns from the war. The plan involves 
forging a letter to the gang of men known as Grumby's 
Independents, a violent group of thieves. Ab insists that 
there will be no danger, saying "that these were Southern 
men and, therefore, there would not be any risk to this, 
because Southern men would not harm a woman, even if the 
letter failed to work" (171). Ab's confidence is 
tragically misplaced, however, and Granny meets her death 
at the hands of these men. 
In his portrayal of Granny, Faulkner makes his 
strongest case of all for the danger of placing one's 
reliance on the code of chivalry. Ironically, Granny 
believes that Ab Snopes' assessment of the situation 
concerning Grumby is correct, even though he and his gang 
show no sign of abiding by any other laws. When Bayard and 
Ringo try to dissuade her from going through with the plan, 
she still maintains, "'They won't hurt a woman'" (173). 
Her mistaken belief that even a gang of criminals will 
follow the code of chivalry causes not just difficulties in 
her life, but in fact her own death. In a sense, Granny's 
death symbolizes the death of the Southern way of life--a 
life based on the code of chivalry--just as the vanishing 
wilderness in Go Down. Moses does. 
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Granny's likeness to Merlin goes beyond elements of 
character or situation. Merlin symbolizes all that is 
magical in the story of Camelot, turning the story into one 
of mysterious and mythical pageantry rather than merely a 
pseudo-historical account of Arthur's reign. For Faulkner, 
Granny Millard seems to be a symbol of the idealized 
American South. In The Unyanguished she embodies the noble 
characteristics of courage, compassion, righteousness and 
loyalty to the cause that popular belief in the South seems 
to ascribe to Southerners of the pre-Civil War era. At the 
same time, it is Granny who illustrates the fallibility of 
the mindset of those Southerners, exposing the myth of the 
Old South for what it is--a fantasy based on idealistic 
notions and unrealistic expectations of glory. 
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III. Conclusion 
In a sense, William Faulkner's novels are a case of 
art imitating life imitating art, forming a triangle of 
three very disparate yet intriguingly similar worlds: 
Yoknapatawpha County, reflecting the actual history of the 
South and peopled with characters who parallel characters 
of the Arthurian legends; the historical world of the 
American South, which is linked in popular imagination with 
the age of chivalry; and the world of Camelot, which 
provides another thematic link between the real and 
fictional aspects of Faulkner's worlds. All three of these 
worlds can come into play as we try to interpret 
Faulkner's themes. 
As I have suggested, an important theme in Faulkner's 
work is the clash between the idealism of the past and the 
reality of the present. By emphasizing this conflict in 
the lives of his Yoknapatawpha characters, Faulkner is 
trying to convey the influence of the broken dreams of the 
Old South on the lives of present-day Southerners. One of 
these broken dreams centered around the ideal of chivalry, 
which emphasized courtly traditions and a strict code of 
honor. In his Civil War portrayals of John Sartoris and 
Thomas Sutpen, Faulkner sets the stage for the 
confrontation between idealism and realism by depicting the 
"fall" of the Old South and its ways in the lives of these 
two prominent characters. Faulkner uses these Arthur-like 
characters and the situations in which they find themselves 
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to show that the Old South, like Camelot, was a great and 
heroic idea which failed because of human frailty. The 
disappearance of this era is further illustrated in the 
stories of Granny Millard and Sam Fathers. 
Beverly Taylor and Elisabeth Brewer point out that 
"after the Civil War, Southern novelists rarely viewed 
chivalry with amusement, for knighthood came to epitomise 
spiritual and religious ideals associated with the defeated 
Confederacy" (163). And though Faulkner provides a rare 
exception to this rule in his sometimes ironic depictions 
of chivalry in Yoknapatawpha, his characters often suffer 
for their reliance on the values and traditions of the 
past. Notable among these characters are Gavin Stevens and 
Quentin Compson, who cannot reconcile their chivalric 
ideals with the realities of their present lives. While 
Faulkner does not totally reject the ideals of the past--in 
fact, he exhibits admiration of those qualities inherent in 
the chivalric ideal, both in personal interviews and 
through his writing--he shows in his Yoknapatawpha stories 
that those ideals must be successfully adapted to present-
day situations. This adaptation can only occur through a 
reevaluation and a modification of those past ideals. 
Examples of Yoknapatawpha characters who reevaluate the 
ideals of the code of chivalry include Bayard Sartoris, 
Isaac Mccaslin and Byron Bunch. For Faulkner's characters 
who are not able to achieve this adaptation, unpleasant or 
even tragic consequences can result. So the King Arthur 
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characters, the Knights-Errant, the Courtly Lovers and the 
Merlin-like figures who inhabit Yoknapatawpha County are 
symbolic of the human frailty that--in Faulkner's view, at 
least--brought both the world of Camelot and the idealized 
world of the Old South to an end and yet continues to 
influence life in the present time. 
Roger Rosenblatt expresses the opinion that a writer 
"will plunder the past to explain the present" (98). 
Faulkner, in his preoccupation with the Southern past and 
its influence on the present, would seem to agree. He has 
not only tied the history of the antebellum South to the 
problems of his present-day characters, but has also looked 
several hundred years into the past for ways to explain the 
actions and motives of those characters. Ronan Coghlan 
tells us that "the Arthurian Legends have been a source of 
inspiration for writers, artists and poets throughout the 
ages" (9). Clearly, Faulkner is one who has used the 
characters and situations of the Arthurian stories to 
elucidate the themes of his novels of Yoknapatawpha County. 
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NOTES 
1 Richard P. Adams expresses the opinion that 
Faulkner may have been influenced by the writings of 
Jessie L. Weston (67), who indicated that the Grail legend 
in particular was "enigmatic" and surrounded by "a certain 
atmosphere of awe and mystery" (137), which could serve as 
an explanation for the sometimes puzzling narration in 
Faulkner's fiction. 
2 In addition to The Unvanquished Colonel John 
Sartoris appears or is mentioned in Requiem for a Nun, 
Light in August, Flags in the Dust, The Sound and the Fury, 
The Hamlet, The Town, The Mansion, The Reivers, Absalom, 
Absaloml, "My Grandmother Millard and General Bedford 
Forrest and the Battle of Harrykin Creek," "Barn Burning," 
"Shall Not Perish," and "There Was a Queen" (Runyan 143). 
;J For example, Falkner was replaced as Colonel of his 
Civil War regiment and "formed a guerrilla band to harass 
the Northern armies" (Howe 11). John Sartoris is replaced 
as Colonel of his regiment and proceeds to form "his 
irregular cavalry" (Unvanquished 56). Colonel Falkner was 
instrumental in building a sixty-mile stretch of railroad 
in Mississippi. In The Unvanquished, Sartoris is involved 
in building a railroad. Finally, Howe informs us that 
Colonel Falkner died in 1889, after he was shot by a 
business associate (11). Likewise, the fictional Sartoris 
is killed by his former partner, Ben Redmond. 
4 Not all Arthurian scholars agree with this 
..
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suggestion. Terence McCarthy says, "We must not claim that 
Guenevere finds comfort in the arms of Lancelot because 
Arthur neglects her, because we simply do not know" (71). 
9 The chivalric oath required of Arthur's knights is 
found in Book III of Le Marte D'Arthur: 
8 
then the king stablished all his knights • 
and charged them never to do outrageousity nor 
murder, and always to flee treason; also, by no 
means to be cruel, but to give mercy unto him 
that asketh mercy, upon pain of forfeiture of 
their worship and lordship of King Arthur for 
evermore; and always to do ladies, damosels, and 
gentlewomen succour, upon pain of death. Also, 
that no man take battles in a wrongful quarrel 
for no law, nor for no world's goods (101). 
Again, not all critics agree. Larry Benson says 
that "one cannot escape the feeling that save for a series 
of unhappy accidents the catastrophe might have been 
avoided." His implication is that "Arthur is helplessly 
and innocently caught in forces beyond his or anyone's 
control" (240). 
7 Faulkner actually describes Charles Bon of Absalom. 
Absaloml as a "tragic Lancelot" (320), and in his 
relationship with Judith Sutpen, Charles does show a 
certain resemblance to Guinevere's paramour. Certainly the 
younger men at the University look on Charles "as though he 
were a hero" (96), just as nearly all of Arthur's knights 
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regard Lancelot with admiration and acknowledge that he is 
the knight who represents the best the Round Table has to 
offer. Charles' half-brother Henry Sutpen also exhibits a 
likeness to Arthur's knights in his devotion to honor--at 
least, to the honor of the Old Southern code. Henry's 
loyalty, tragically divided between his sister and his 
half-brother, is very much like the loyalty of Lancelot, 
who is torn between being faithful to his king and to the 
woman he loves. In addition, young Bayard Sartoris, the 
great-grandson of Colonel John Sartoris, appears in Flags 
in the Dust (aka Sartoris) to carry on the knightly 
tradition of his ancestors, joining the RAF so he can 
participate in reckless dogfights with the German pilots, 
much as Arthur's knights daily rode forth in the hope of 
meeting a foe to joust with. And in terms of valiantly 
fighting to defend a lady's honor, even against 
overwhelming odds, three other Faulkner characters fit 
nicely into the category of knight-errant: Gavin Stevens 
in The Town, Quentin Compson in The Sound and the Fury, and 
Byron Bunch in Light in August. These three characters 
are discussed in detail in the Courtly Lovers section. 
e In Absalom, Absaloml Charles Bon and Judith Sutpen 
assume the roles of Lancelot and Guinevere, at least in the 
view of Quentin Compson and Shreve Mccannon. Lynn Gartrell 
Levins feels that "for Quentin and Shreve, Judith and 
Charles are sanctified by their participation in this drama 
of love; they are elevated and become the protagonists of 
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the medieval romance--the knight and his lady of the manor" 
(25). In The Town, the affair of Eula Snopes and Manfred 
de Spain echoes the various adulterous relationships found 
in the Arthurian legends. Just as Guinevere seems fated to 
be with Lancelot and Isolde is magically bound to Tristram, 
so Eula and de Spain are described as "two people in each 
of whom the other had found his single ordained fate" 
(363). And in Flags in the Dust, even though young Bayard 
exhibits few characteristics of the courtly lover, his wife 
Narcissa Benbow Sartoris perceives herself to be akin to 
the Guineveres and Isoldes of the past, while disparaging 
the knightly aspirations of the men in her life: 
9 
And she thought how much finer that gallantry 
which never lowered lance to foe no sword could 
ever find, that uncomplaining steadfastness of 
those unsung (ay, unwept, too) women than the 
fustian and useless glamor of the men that theirs 
was hidden by (410). 
Gavin appears in Intruder in the Dust, Knight's 
Gambit, Requiem for a Nun, Light in August, "Go Down, 
Moses," "The Tall Man" and "Hair" as well as in the three 
novels that form the Snopes trilogy. (Runyan 157). 
,io Even though The Once and Future King was published 
in its entirety in 1958, the "The Sword in the Stone" 
section was published separately in 1938. "The Bear" was 
first published in 1942, the same year that Go Down, Moses 
was published. 
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